Religious travel has grown consistently with the growth of the tourism industry worldwide. However, some of the religious based tourism particularly pilgrimage tourism such as Umrah received little attention in the literature although there are 6 million people performing it each year. Thus, this study aims to examine the relationship between the factors influencing information acquisition behavior to gain destination product knowledge in performing Umrah. Survey data from 198 Umrah travelers were analyzed using Partial least squares (PLS) structural equation. The final useful sample consisted of 198 Muslim participants who had travelled to Mecca for Umrah in the last 12 months. Partial least squares (PLS) structural equation was used in data analysis. The results show that the determinants of information search, the purpose of travelling, past experience, quality of information and travel companion affect information acquisition behavior and destination product knowledge. The findings of this study will aid tour operators and travel agents in developing relevant strategies for future business development.
Introduction
Religious travel has grown consistently with the growth of the tourism industry worldwide. Indeed the industry and its "associated practices interact with religious life and the institutions of religion in virtually every corner of the world" (Bremer, 2005) . Due to the globalization process, factors that influence travel, such as travelling cost and ease of the travelling process, have resulted in a significant increase in the number of religious and spiritually motivated travelers. As such, religious tourism is now an important segment of international tourism and in the last five years it has developed into a full-fledged industry, this trend is expected to increase significantly in the near future (Ward, 2012, December 18) .
The religious and spiritual journeys in Islam can be divided into three forms of activity (Haq & Wong, 2010; Timothy & Olsen, 2006) . The first activity is performing Hajj, which constitutes one of the five pillars of Islam and is fundamental to Muslim practice. It is mandatory for all Muslims to visit Mecca during the specific time frame from the 8th to 12 th Dhu al-Hijjah. The second spiritual journey is Rihla, the journey in search of knowledge, commerce, health or research. The third activity is called Ziyara, which requires a Muslim to visit the shrines, mosques, or monasteries for spiritual growth (Timothy & Olsen, 2006) . A journey to fulfil the requirement for Rihlaor Ziyara, with the purpose of spiritual growth and connection with the Creator is considered to be spiritual tourism (Haq & Wong, 2010) .
Umrah is a non-compulsory pilgrimage to Mecca that can be performed by Muslims throughout the year. Unlike Haj, which is a compulsory pilgrimage for Muslims that can only be performed during a specific month and according to the Islamic calendar. Haj visas are issued by the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia based on a country by country quota. The quota system restricts the number of people able to perform Hajj in a given year with the result that some people may opt for Umrah. Umrah can be performed once or repeatedly depending on the individuals' physical and financial ability. Umrah is essentially a series of Islamic rituals that take a few hours to complete. Each trip to Mecca for Umrah normally covers ziarah (visit) to other sacred sites such as JabalTsur, Arafah, JabalRahmah and JabalNur Mountain in Mecca and also sacred places in Medina. According to Ali Mohammed Al-Ghamdi, the spokesperson from the Ministry of Hajj from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Saudi Ministry expects to issue up 6 million Umrah visas for the period between December 2012 to the end of Ramadan. Four million Umrah visas covering visitors from 70 countries were issued until May 2013 with 3,145,506 pilgrims having performed Umrah (Mohammed, 2013) .
In general, although religious based tourism is expanding there is not much information about the phenomenon, particularly pilgrimage tourism such as Umrah. Research on this thriving industry is limited, thus knowledge about this trend remains scarce.Until recently, relatively little attention has been given to the highlighted subject matter in the tourism literature due to the complex relationship between tourism and religion. Researchers are now taking an interest in studying religious tourism and the associated issues such as the service quality provided by the tour operators. In Malaysia, religious tourism is now in the limelight. This paper addresses the lack of research conducted with respect to Umrah pilgrimage. It performs an analysis of factors influencing the pre-trip information acquisition behavior of Umrah travelers as they seek to enhance their knowledge of the travel destination.
Literature Review and Hypothesized Relationships
Religious tourism is different from other forms of tourism in that it is characterized by its objectives, motivations, and destinations (Liszewski, 2000) . Religious tourism is an ancient form of tourism, which originated many centuries ago. It is motivated by religious or spiritual commitment (Sharpley, 2009) . Religiousness is defined as the principle of trust in a godly or incredible individual's strength and the procedure of reverence or other religious activities (Beit-Hallahmi, 1975) . Human have always been interested in making their lives meaningful and the search for meaning in life involves religious travel, such as undertaking pilgrimage to their sacred places and taking part in rituals at those places, as well as participating in religious festivals, ceremony and events (Raj & Morpeth, 2007) . According to Vukonic (1998) , religious tourism is one of the most unstudied areas in tourism research. There is a little information available about religious pilgrimages (Egresi et al., 2012) . Attention has focused on the extent to which modern tourism practices can compare with or are distinct from traditional pilgrimage in terms of the social form and meaning (Smith, 1992) .
It is important for religious tourism travel agents and tour operators to know how the religious travelers acquire their destination product knowledge. The information acquisition behavior of travelers is a frequently studied topic by tourism researchers (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998) . In a tourism related activity, information search can be seen as a key element in facilitating a pleasant and safe journey, which, ultimately, will enhance the quality of a trip. In addition, the consumer selection and choice of tourism is highly dependent on the information available and used by the consumer (Fodness & Murray, 1998) . Previous research showed that pre-event information acquisition behavior is uncommon, where less than one in five attendees search for tourism activities information prior to their travel; on other hands, people who search for information prior to travelling tend to be more proactive tourism consumers (Taks et al., 2009) . Prior knowledge plays a critical role in determining risk perceptions and the subsequent amount and type of information sought (Sharifpour & Walters, 2014) . According to the extant tourism research, there is evidence indicating differences in the usage patterns of tourist information between cultures. Indeed, understanding the external information usage patterns of the travelers is critical for tourism destination marketers. However, the effect of the experience of a previous trip on information-usage patterns did not receive much attention from researchers of tourism . Therefore, this study examines the relationship between the factors influencing the effort in information acquisition behavior to obtain product or destination knowledge in performing Umrah in Mecca.
Destination Product Knowledge
Destination product knowledge is considered as an important element for travelers to plan their journey (Cho & Jang, 2008) . According to Gursoy and McCleary (2004) , information search is "the motivated activation of knowledge stored in memory or acquisition of information from the environment". A tourist information search can be divided into three major components: motives, determinants, and sources (Fodness & Murray, 1997) . The primary motive for an information search is to pre-plan the journey in order to enhance the quality and experience of the trip and to decrease the level of uncertainty. In terms of the determinants of an information search, this is a dimension that is based on past experience, travelling partner, and the existence of friends or relatives during the travel (Snepenger et al., 1990) . In addition, the quality of information acquisition from internal or external sources are necessary for the selection of a destination and making onsite decisions, such as selecting the accommodation, transportation, types of activity, and tour package. The activity of an information search can be conceptualized as a dynamic process as individuals have access to different types and amount of information sources (Gursoy & McCleary, 2004) .
A direct information search is one of the ways for travelers to acquire pre-travel information. However, information acquisition is a much broader concept than a direct search. We can search for information from internal or external sources. An internal search is the knowledge retrieved from the memory, while an external search includes the information gathered from the marketplace. If internal information is sufficient to make a decision then the external search becomes unnecessary (Beatty & Smith, 1987) . Indeed, travelers who perform an internal information search often depend heavily on their existing knowledge. Factors, such as travelling style, age and nationality, are strong predictors for travelers searching for information from different sources (Gronflaten, 2009) . A variety of channels in modern communication has been designed for tourists to obtain information or knowledge about their destinationbefore their travel. Sources of information include airlines, in-flight information systems, government tourist offices, state/city travel offices, friends and relatives, travel agencies, travel guides, tour companies, corporate travel departments, newspapers/magazines, and television/radio.
Effort of Information Acquisition
Effort in information acquisitions is engaged when the consumer has a strong motivation factor (Awasthy et al., 2012) and is based on the perceived task complexity in the decision making process. Consumers will seek information based on the complexity of the decision making situation (Hu et al., 2007) . Consumers usually strive for a level of certainty in their judgment, and, thus, adjust their efforts for information search with the level of motivation. The information acquisition effort can be based on three major factors-motives, determinants, and sources (Moutinho, 1987) . The primary motive of travel planning is to enhance the quality of the travel. In term of the determinants, travel party composition which is the presence of friends or relatives, past experience, and the degree of novelty associated with the destination play an important role in the effort of information acquisition (Snepenger et al., 1990) . Finally, is the availability of high quality and reliable external and internal information sources. According to Fodness and Murray (1998) , travelers do not depend solely on a single source when searching for pre-trip information. The effort expended on an information search is dependent on the perceptual effects based on categories of information which are the information availability, information that is exposed to tourists and the amount of information retained by the tourists (Moutinho et al., 2011) . There are several types of external sources of information, which are heavily based on the type of trip, distance travelled, and cost of travel (Fodness & Murray, 1997) and the composition of the travel party (Snepenger et al., 1990) . The extent of the search for external information depends on the extent of prior product knowledge (Moutinho et al., 2011; Sharifpour & Walters, 2014) . Thus, based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed: H1: Destination product knowledge is positively influenced by the effort of information acquisition.
Purpose of Religious Travel
People travel for various reasons, such as for recreation, tourism, religiouspilgrimages, mission trips andbusiness travel. One of the general reasons for travelling is to participate in activities, which, in turn, provide a sense of well-being (Cantor & Sanderson, 1999) . In addition, tourists tend to seek for the expectation of the benefits gain from the travel (Moutinho et al., 2011) and the optimal arousal which bring them the satisfaction of tourism. The motives of tourists change according to times and reflect the social activities in a community. In religious based tourism, religious visit to holy places can strengthen and ensure a person's religious certainty and their personal experience. Religious travel is about the purchase of an experience, such as an emotional, intellectual, spiritual or physical experience. According Ambrož and Ovsenik (2011), spiritual travelling is an effective way of finding one's true self. Hence, the traveler will put much more effort in their search for information when they are fully motivated to experience a deeper spiritual state of holy pilgrimage. Many major tourism spots have developed largely because of their connection to sacred people, sacred places, or spiritual events. At the highest level of motivation, the experience of pilgrimage itself would bring self-actualization. Umrah in Mecca is said to fulfil the unity of the soul, spirit and heart. It helps one to return to the purified state of a person, reflecting the Holy Spirit, nature and presence of God in creation (Ilsan, October 28, 2011) . A strong religious sense is the main influential factor for exerting effort in searching for pre-trip information. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H2: Effort in information acquisition is positively influenced by the purpose of travelling. Credibility and the trustworthiness of sources of information are critical determinants on how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to information (Grewal et al., 1994) . According to Wong and McKercher (2011) the quality of information may be affected by the way information is provided, by what information is transmitted, the service delivery and the process of interaction. For example, source credibility has a significant effect on the individuals' response to information. The degree of effort being exerted in the information acquisition process is dependent on prior knowledge. The information acquisition process will stop when the information acquired reaches a satisfactory level rather than optimal results. Concisely, people who have collected an adequate amount of information will probably not continue to search for additional information. The key points for information sources are that they must be easily retrievable, easy to understand, credible, reliable and sufficient (Lee et al., 2002) for pre-trip planning and decision making. Quality information has to be accurate, concise, updated and has an objective focus. Hence, the amount of effort exerted for information acquisition is dependent on the quality of information and will positively influence the information acquisition effort by the travelers. Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H3: Effort exerted for information acquisition is positively influenced by the quality of information on Umrah.
Past Experience
Past experience is one of the important sources of internal information and is used as the basis for planning a repeat visit to a destination. If the memory of the experience is not sufficient for decision-making, search activities will extend to the external environment (Fodness & Murray, 1997) . Consumers can gain product knowledge from their previous experience with the product, the experience of others, and by means of visual, verbal, and sensory stimuli, such as advertisements, newspaper/magazine articles, and television programs (Vogt & Fesenmaier, 1998) . The previous visits construct is proposed to positively influence the familiarity and expertise construct. Tourists who have been to the destination previously are likely to have more familiarity and expertise about the destination than those who have never been there and past experience impacts the acquisition of information from external sources (Kerstetter & Cho, 2004) . Previous study argued that people who have past experience can easily access to the related information, thereby reducing their felt search cost; on the other hands, people with low experience will be less motivated to search for travel information (Jensen, 2012) . According to the Experience Use History (EUH) theory, previous involvement in activities may be utilized as an indicator of the amount and type of information upon which a person can draw to make decisions with regards to the activities . Thus, based on this, the following hypothesis is proposed:
H4: Effort exerted for information acquisition is positively influenced by a traveler's past experience.
Travel Companion
A traveler's companion can determine the effort of information search behavior. Snepenger et al. (1990) identified four categories of variable that have been found to affect the information search-travelling party composition, the presence of friends or relatives at the destination, past experience, and the degree of novelty associated with the destination. Youth often travel with their parents or with their parents' permission to travel with their friends, by themselves, or following a tour group (Pizam et al., 2004) . However, when people grow older, they are more likely to travel without their friends and relatives (Han et al., 2010) . In addition, independent travelers pay more attention to the travel partner's needs, and the same applies to repeat visitors as people tend to seek familiarity when travelling to a new destination; on the other hands, repeat visitors love to share their previous experiences with their travel partner and try something new with their partners (Wong & Liu, 2011) . The following hypothesis is proposed:
H5: Effort exerted for information acquisition is positively influenced by the traveler's companion.
Methodology
The survey method was used to investigate the pre-trip information search behavior and preparation for religious tourism to Mecca to perform Umrah. The data were collected using a self-administered questionnaire. Six constructs were measured in this study and all items were operationalized using a five-point Likert scale and the dependent variable which is the destination product knowledge is measured with a seven-point Likert scales. The items used in the questionnaire were adopted and modified from the previous research. The factors used in the final model were purpose of travel (Ambrož & Ovsenik, 2011) , quality of information (Kerstetter & Cho, 2004; Lee et al., 2002) , past experience (Huang & Hsu, 2009 ), travel companion (Pizam et al., 2004) , effort of info acquisition (Hu et al., 2007; Awasthy et al., 2012) and destination product knowledge (Hu et al., 2007; Awasthy et al., 2012 
Results and Discussion
Out of the 198 respondents, 63.6% are female and 36.4% are male. The age ranges of the respondents are 20-24 (49.5%), 25-29 (10.9%), 30-34 (4.0%), 35-39 (7.9%) and others are above forty years old. Only 31.7% of the respondents are married while 63.4% are single and the balance (5.0%) are divorced or widowed. With respect to educational background, the majority of the respondents are bachelor-degree holders (40.6%), followed by diploma or certificate holders (28.7%), master's degree holders (15.8%), high school level respondents (5.9%) and doctoral degree holders (8.9%). Most of the respondents are students (54.5%), followed by respondents who work in the government sector (22.8%), private sector (15.8%) and respondents who run their own business (6.9%). Table 2 lists 13 sources of information used by the respondents. Friends and relatives, and personal experience with means scores of 3.86 and 3.20, respectively, are the most important sources of internal information for all the respondents. Travel agent, guidebook and brochure with mean scores of 3.57, 3.47 and 3.18, respectively, are the most used source of external information. Email and direct mail are the least preferred sources of information used to find information about religious tourism. 
Measurement Model
The measurement model with reflective indicator was modelled using Smart PLS. The measurement model was evaluated by examining individual item reliability, internal consistency or construct reliability, average variance extracted analysis, and discriminant validity. A measurement model has satisfactory internal consistency reliability when the composite reliability (CR) of each construct exceeds the threshold value of 0.7. Table 3 shows that the CR of each construct for this study ranges from 0.901 to 0.958 and that this is above the recommended threshold value of 0.7. Thus, the results indicate that the items used to represent the constructs have satisfactory internal consistency reliability. Indicators of the reliability of the measurement model are measured by examining the items loadings. A measurement model is said to have a satisfactory indicator reliability when the loading of each item is at least 0.7 and is significant at least at the level of 0.05. Based on the analysis, all items in the measurement model exhibited loadings exceeding 0.7. All items are significant at the 0.01 level. Based on the results, all items used for this study have demonstrated satisfactory indicator reliability. In this study, the discriminant validity of the measurement model is assessed using Fornell and Larcker's(1981) criterion. The results in Table 4 show that a measurement model has discriminant validity when the square root of the AVE exceeds the correlations between the measure and all the other measures, and the indicators' loadings are higher against their respective constructs compared to the other constructs. Hence, the results confirmed that Fornell and Larcker's criterion is met. Note. Values in the diagonal (bolded) are the square root of the AVE while the off-diagonals are the inter-construct correlations.
Path Coefficients and Hypotheses Testing
A major emphasis in PLS analysis concerns the variance explained as well as establishing the significance of all path estimates. Specifically, the predictive power of the structural model is assessed by the R 2 values of the endogenous constructs. Figure 1 and Table 5 present the results of the model and the path analysis to test the hypotheses. Based on the path coefficient and t-test results for the five hypotheses, only four hypotheses are supported. The hypothesis related to travel companion is not supported. The results show that travelling purpose and quality of information positively influences the effort exerted for religious information acquisition at a significant level of p<0.05. However, past experience positively influences the effort exerted for religious information acquisition at a significant level of p<0.01.
The results of the R 2 value is 0.552 and 0.345, which suggests that 55.2% of the variance in effort of information acquisition can be explained by the purpose of travelling, quality of information and past experience on religious travelling, and 34.5% of the variance in destination product knowledge can be explained by the effort of information acquisition. This means that travelers are knowledgeable about the places they visited, more informed about the places that they visited compared to others, know about all the features and differences in the tour packages, and, finally, are satisfied with the level of knowledge that they have about the places they visited. www.ccsenet.org/ijms International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 7, No. 3; 2015 Figure 1. Measurement model Understanding the consumer's information search process is critical for both the tour operators and travel agents strategic decision areas, such as communications planning, new product introduction and customer relationship management. Based on the descriptive analysis, it shows that Umrah travelers choose friends and relatives, and personal experience as two of the most important sources of internal information. This is because information provided by relatives and friends is the most trusted information compared to other external information sources, such as email and direct mail. Both of which received the lowest score and are the least preferred information source listed for Umrah travelers. This finding is consistent with previous literature (Beatty & Smith, 1987; Fodness & Murray, 1999; Moutinho et al., 2011) , who stated that when the internal search is enough for the information demanded, it is unnecessary to undertake an external information search. Indeed, travelers who perform an information search often depend heavily on the adequacy or quality of their existing knowledge. Travel agent, guidebook and brochure are the most useful sources for external information search. Email and direct mail are the least preferred sources used to find information about religious tourism. For the external source, the Umrah travelers rely on information sources, such as travel agent, guidebook and brochure. These types of information source are believed to give detailed information about the Umrah and Ziarah tour packages for Mecca and Madinah. The criteria of the quality of these information sources must be easily retrievable, quickly accessible, easy to understand, credible, reliable and sufficient.
The finding from the measurement model shows all hypotheses proposed in the study were supported by the data. The effort of information acquisition behavior can be explained by the purpose of travelling, quality of information and past experience of religious travelling. All these factors significantly influence the information acquisition behavior that later makes the travelers more knowledgeable and more informed about their destination, and more aware of the importance of the different features of the chosen Umrah tour package compared to others. This finding is in line and supported by the previous research that information acquisition is necessary for selecting a destination and for on-site decisions such as selecting accommodations, transportation, tours and more importantly purchase decision (Snepenger et al., 1990; Awasthy et al., 2012) www.ccsenet.org/ijms
International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 7, No. 3; 2015 The research finding shows that travelers travel to the holy places in Mecca to find their inner self, understand and be at peace with themselves, to experience calmness and to gain a sense of renewal. This finding is supported by previous research that religious based tourism travelers travel for spiritual renewal (Vukonic, 1996) and connect with something greater than themselves at those locations (Timothy & Olsen, 2006) . Past experience that can be considered as prior knowledge has the highest t-value that influences the effort of information acquisition. Evidence from past literature contradicts the finding that prior knowledge influences the information acquisition behavior , Kerstetter & Cho, 2004 . Some other researchers concluded that there is a negative relationship between prior knowledge and external search (Coupey et al., 1998; Fodness & Murray, 1998) . However, in this study, past experience has a positive and significant relationship with the effort of information acquisition behavior. Last but not least, the travel companion also will influence the amount of effort put in the information acquisition which supported by previous literature (Snepenger et al., 1990) .
Conclusion, Implications, and Limitations
This study contributes some meaningful insight for religious tourism literature, marketers and practitioners. The finding will provide new knowledge to marketing management on how to best utilize an understanding the information acquisition behavior of Umrah travelers. It is important for marketers to have an overall picture of how religious travelers acquire information. In Malaysia, gaining an understanding of how Muslim tourists acquire knowledge in religious tourism is important for marketing management decisions, as Muslims comprise the largest religious group. The findings have direct implications for tour operators and travel agents, as they can help travel agents and marketers develop target-marketing communications more effectively. Like most industries, being a part of the tourism industry requires the tour operators and travel agents to have industry specific knowledge to create and operate a successful business. Effective communication campaigns and service delivery during the process of information acquisition can influence consumers' purchase decision. In addition, the knowledge concerning how Muslims acquire information for their religious trip is important for practitioners to develop effective target-marketing communication to influence the buying decisions of consumers concerning their religious trip.
The religious tourism provider also can make basic market segmentation to enable focus in positioning and media selection. From the descriptive analysis, the findings show that travelers seek information from friends and relatives, and rely on personal experience for their internal source of information, whereas the guidebook and brochure, and travel agent are the most used source of external information. Based on these findings, the tour operators and travel agents should use these information sources to promote their tour packages that are related to religious tourism. Similarly, for the practitioners, they should leverage these sources of information to promote their religious tourism related packages. For example, in terms of the quality of information, the travel agents and tour operators must ensure that information concerning the Umrah packages is easily accessible and retrievable when required. In addition, the information must be sufficient, credible, reliable and easy to understand. These are the important criteria that an Umrah traveler considers with respect to the quality of information.
In conclusion, understanding the factors influencing travelers who are searching for travelling information can assist both the managers and marketers to develop marketing communications more effectively. The model is developed to help religious tourism marketers, managers, and researchers to comprehend the information search behavior of Umrah travelers. In addition, for information accessibility by their customers, convenience and accuracy of information is important. Factors, such as sufficiency, credibility, reliability and clarity should be of the highest quality because Umrah travelers consider these criteria to be important for quality of information.
Although the results underlined significant findings, there are also limitations to this study. The data collection was collected by a purposive convenience sampling method in Malaysia, thus, the results may not be suited to Muslim travelers from other countries.
